MEMORIAL SERVICE FOR THE HONORABLE MORRIS E. LASKER
Times, are the "front line' of American justice. Being on the front line means ensuring the protection of the United States constitution extends to all including the politically powerless, the poor, minorities and even despised people, without consideration of the immediate wishes of the majority. It takes intelligence, maturity, learning, temperament, more than a little fortitude, even courage, to fulfill this role in service to our constitutional democracy.
Not every judge is equal to that task. Judge Lasker was. The record of his service on the bench demonstrates the wisdom of the founders' decision to establish an independent federal judiciary. In my brief remarks today I want to highlight one aspect of that record: the story of how Judge Lasker handled the landmark civil rights litigation regarding conditions of confinement in New York City's mammoth jail system.
The Manhattan House of Detention, known ominously, but appropriately, as "the Tombs," was a dark stain on this great City. Within walking distance of the world's most powerful financial institutions, New York's City Hall, state and federal courthouses, thousands of New Yorkers were being held in unspeakably abysmal conditions. It was, in the words of one observer a "human dumping ground." When Rhem v. Malcolm, the case dealing with conditions in that jail, was filed and assigned to Judge Lasker in the heat of a sweltering New York summer, the Tombs was so crowded that people were held three to a locked cell in spaces so small and dark that it was impossible for one man to move without, literally, bumping into his cellmates. For his service Morris E. Lasker deserves the admiration and thanks of our community and of our nation.
